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Can 'the Subaltern' Be Read? 
The Role of the Critic in Postcolonial Studies. 

An Epilogue to a Workshop 

RENATE EIGENBROD 

I would like to preface my epilogue with a prologue. At the workshop I was in a 
different position than the other participants not only because I had heard too late 
about it in order to contribute to the discussions with a written statement but also 
because I had come to the topic not so much through an interest in literary theory as 
through my experience of teaching for many years First Nations literature to a racially 
mixed class ("the subaltern" included) in Canada. During my participation in the 
workshop at the University of Frankfurt I got the opportunity to deepen my under­
standing of non-linear thinking when adding the dimension of space to the concept of 
time in order to situate myself. At that same weekend of the Frankfurt workshop a 
Native American Studies conference in Sault-Ste Marie, Michigan, took place to which 
I had gone often and where I would have been in April 1996 had I not spent a year in 
Germany. While participating in the discussions at the workshop I had to think of the 
discussions on the other continent from which had emerged many examples of the so­
called postcolonial literature we were wondering how to read. I knew that in the 
context of the conference "there" the concern about the ancestry of the speaker or 
presenter of a paper - Native/First Nations or European - would become an issue; 
however, in the context of the Frankfurt workshop I learned that such an approach 
means to fetishize the bionarrative (as I had already been told by Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak in her article about "How to read a 'culturally different' book"). I knew that 
back home in Canada in my teaching of Native literature, I, a middle class woman of 
German origin, a new immigrant to Canada, would feel the pressure of "aligning" 
myself not just with the literary scholars "of their own people" but also with the Native 
students of my class audience. Here in Germany all I had to be concerned about was to 
make my points in a scholarly manner, or so it seemed; however, the overall topic of 
the workshop, "The Role of the Critic in Postcolonial Studies," included responsibility 
as a key notion. How, then, could I be responsible in this situation of relating to two 
audiences? How could I synthesize the "here" and the "there"? 

Pondering this dilemma I came to observations, questions and insights during the 
workshop which I would like to share in this paper written after the workshop, shortly 
after my return to Canada. 

From my position the question that stood out in Session 1 with Sandra Carolan­
Brozy' s and Marc Colavincenzo' s statements was the one worded in the "Call for 
Statements" for the workshop by Mark Stein and Tobias Doring: "How can these texts 
[from culturally distant areas] be read and critically evaluated without [ ... ] subjecting 
them, in neo-Orientalist fashion, to expert W estem theories?" Sandra answered this 
question by suggesting to the European critic to "align" him- or herself with "the 
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subaltern." In this context "subaltern" meant "Canadian Native Critical Voices" or, to 
use a term discussed later in the workshop by Mario A Caro, "organic intellectuals" 
from a first Nation who act as "intermediaries" between First Nations and immigrant 
groups. Sandra's suggestion was obviously based on the assumption that First Nations 
literatures are culture-specific literatures that can best be analysed ("read") by "experts 
within these cultures," as First Nations (Okanagan) writer Jeannette Armstrong put it 
in her "Editor's Note" to "a collection of Native academic voices on First Nations 
literature," titled Looking at the Words of Our People, the first and so far only 
anthology of its kind in Canada. Jeannette Armstrong wants non-Native critics who 
analyse Native literature "to draw from" those experts; she insists that they "listen to 
First Nations analysis." But I don't think she means to suggest that one aligns oneself 
with them in the sense of bringing one's own perspective into the same line of thought, 
rather that the European academic contributes to a circular organization of scholarly 
literary work in which equality of all voices is guaranteed. Hence, the "reconstruction 
of a new order of culturalism and relationship beyond colonial thought and practice" 
(Armstrong 8) could mean for the European critic an alignment in the other sense of 
the word: to join as an ally. The political connotation of the term is a reminder of "the 
politics of interpretation" which qualifies a hermeneutics of cultural difference as 
"postcolonial"(Said, "Opponents" 1). As allies, critics accustomed to the hegemonic, 
elitist discourse of institutionalized literary criticism need to "de-hegemonize" critical 
standards, a term Susanne Miihleisen used in her statement in Session 3 with respect to 
language standards in literary criticism; they need "to consider that the audience for 
literacy is not a closed circle of three thousand professional critics but the community 
of human beings living in a society" (Said, "Opponents" 25). 

Malci.ng the audience for one's criticism less exclusive requires a redefinition of 
"criticism" - Sandra pointed to the evolving genre of fictocriticism - and of (the 
language of) "theory," two implications debated throughout the workshop. But before 
Western critics, or critics established in Western academia, can even ponder the 
question if they want to make room in their "closed circle," they have to ask 
themselves if being all-inclusive wouldn't lead to assuming exclusive rights and hence 
another form of intellectual imperialism: 

The power to narrate, or to block other narratives from forming and 
emerging, is very important to culture and imperialism, and constitutes one 
of the main connections between them. (Said, Culture xiii) 

In the workshop, Said' s point about the danger of blocking "other narratives from 
forming and emerging" was brought up in Sandra's statement quoting First Nations 
(mixed blood) poet Greg Young-Ing, manager of one of the two Native-run publishing 
houses in Canada, that non-Native critics might "take up space" that could be used by 
Indigenous people. The argument was resolved in our discussion by pointing at the 
geo-political position of the critic: a person like me, living and working in Canada, 
would need to share her space, give up some of her privileges, whereas an academic in 
Germany need not be as concerned. Thinlci.ng about this some more I would say now 
that if one accepts the political stance of the argument that we as non-subaltern, i.e. as 
"traditional (vs. 'organic') intellectuals," belonging to groups in power (if seen on a 
global scale), should not be "complicitous in the same exploitative modes of 
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production we are so privileged as to be able to academically criticize" (Bahri 77), 
then it is no longer a question of one's country of residence whether one takes away 
space or not. We all know about and have access to the international network of 
scholars meeting at international conferences and giving each other space in 
publications and educational institutions, a network from which the subaltern is largely 
excluded. From this perspective the question asked in the "Call for Statements": "What 
is our investment and our interest in a (literary) history that is not unproblematically 
'ours'?" should be raised in an ethical sense and should not just "call for practical 
consideration and involve a theoretical challenge". I agree with Deepika Bahri's point 
in her article in the journal Ariel, "What is Postcolonialism?", which I read after the 
workshop, where she insists that we cannot "afford ethical blind spots in what 
certainly was meant [i. e. postcolonialism] to be an enterprise growing from a need for 
moral accountability" (Bahri 53). 

The "need for moral accountability" was prominent in the discussions at the 
workshop in which the term "responsibility" was repeatedly used, e.g. in Mario A 
Caro's statement about the role of "the organic intellectual" which he ended with 
pointing at a certain kind of "postcolonial practice" that is "a strong warning against a 
type of scholarship that is irresponsive and irresponsible." Responsible scholarship 
implies a responsible scholar; it implies a subject that can be made responsible and 
accountable, hence the necessity to personalize literary criticism, to acknowledge "that 
it is true that no production of knowledge in the human sciences can ever ignore or 
disclaim its author's involvement as a human subject in his own circumstances" (Said, 
Orientalism 11 ). Eliminating anonymity in written works of criticism does not only 
mean to grant agency to a specific subject but also to create an awareness of the 
audience a critic is writing for. Anne Zimmermann defined the position of the critic in 
post-colonial studies as relational: "in the beginning is the relation"( and not the word); 
Edward Said explains that "no one writes simply for oneself [ ... ] There is always an 
Other; and this Other willy-nilly turns interpretation into a social activity" (Said, 
"Opponents" 3). Ifl want my critical writing to be responsible, I should be "in relation 
to" a specific audience. 

After the workshop I came across a definition of "responsible criticism" which 
corresponded with many of the points made in our discussion: "In order for criticism to 
be responsible it must always be addressed to someone who can contest it." (Talal 
Asad, quoted in the Prologue to Krupat, Ethnocriticism). Such definition of criticism 
demands a re-consideration and, may be, a total change of the academic criteria for 
scholarly literary work As long as the language of literary theory is used by an elite 
writing for each other to stay in power (as has been criticised by women writers of 
colour like Barbara Christian), "the subaltern" will be read in an irresponsible manner. 
If it is written in relation to and for the people the literature is emerging from (and 
Mario Caro's differentiation between the "authentic" subaltern and "the organic 
intellectual" should be well taken here), it may need to be totally restructured. 

Throughout the workshop we questioned the use of our language and the 
necessity of creating categories like "postcolonial" and "subaltern" and debated if such 
discourse "subtly enacts colonial disempowerment" (Marc Colavincenzo ). The term 
"postcolonial," for example, groups together various colonial peoples, cultures and 
histories; such non-differentiation, as discussed by Mark Stein in relation to Homi 
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Bhabha's critical work, may well disempower the respective people as their individual 
experiences are not "read" on their own terms (e.g. non-differentiation between settlers 
and Indigenous people). Here literary theory decontextualizes - for the sake of being 
able to theorize. Also the term "subaltern" (or "minority," or "marginal") is a 
definition from above, from outside and not from within the respective group. That it is 
only used as a "concept metaphor," as one workshop participant argued, i.e. a term 
without a literal referent, merely emphasizes the dehumanizing effect of such 
language. First Nations (Cree/West Coast) writer and critic Lee Maracle describes "the 
right to theorize" as a right which requires to "unlearn our feeling for the human 
condition" (Maracle 13). Listening from my in-between position to our debate about 
the justification of a certain temrinology when it comes to the reading of subaltern 
texts, I understood why Mohawk writer Beth Brant hesitated to write down and 
publish stories of abuse and violence that were told to her, why she feared to "betray" 
the person (and her pain). If such texts are analysed by people who "don't love," as she 
says, the people who gave the story (Brant 13), there might be indeed a case of 
"betrayal" because, as another workshop participant put it, the experience is 
"denigrated by tuning it down to a discursive level." A similar concern, worded more 
generally as a criticism of our time, was expressed by Uwe Schafer in his statement 
about "Critics (lost) in Space" where he suggested to discuss "whether the (re-) 
establishment of love (as opposed to consumerist desire) and hope (as opposed to 
messianism) is possible in postmodem times." 

In order to attain "institutional validation and certification" (Spivak, 
"Poststructuralism" 222), critics feel pressured into naming and categorizing. At the 
workshop we discussed how such moves of generalizing could be dialectically 
counteracted by moves of specifying. Names "such as Indian, Asian, British, etc. are 
burdened by their imbrications in the materiality of history," as Schwarz and Ray 
(162) point out summarizing an argument made by Spivak. To abstract from the 
specific historical context means to disempower the people who are fighting to free 
themselves from the burden of colonialism. It is in this context that I want to come 
back to an argument which I mentioned in my prologue about fetishizing the 
bionarrative when believing the (subaltern) member of a group more than an outsider. 
While it is true that "authentic," "trnthful" knowledge is not guaranteed by one's 
ancestry and/or life experience, it is also a valid argument that a people who are in the 
process of determining their own lives and histories think and feel that they can better 
represent themselves than be represented by "someone else," and that "essentializing" 
(e.g. certain cultural values) is part of an identity finding process which should not be 
invalidated by the critic who tries to be postcolonial. The "denial of subjectivity" is "a 
luxury not available to cultures still contending for some modicum of expression" 
(Bahri 69). Instead of silencing any voices the critic should try to capture multiple and, 
most likely, conflicting voices which make up a culture and an individual. Anne 
Zimmermann argued in Session 3 of the workshop for a critical language that would 
contain "extensive quotations that are allowed to stand for themselves, perhaps as 
voices that are not in tune with the speaking subject's and allow for dissonances of a 
kind similar to those which occur in conversation or discussion." This mode of 
discourse sets itself apart from the discourse of the conqueror as Todorov explains his 
own extensive use of quotations in La Conquete de l'Amerique. Changing the style of 
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scientific writing into something that resembles a conversation can be taken ---.·· N'"""·. . 
further. Susanne Miihleisen explored the (boundaries of) language of the critic 
examples from the West Indies where critics challenged conventional 
between "oral/creative Creole and written/scientific standard English" and have written 
papers in the indigenous vernacular.Th~ wor~hop end~d _on a ~~utionary n?t~. The 
last word of the last statement by Tobias Donng was rmsread. In my op1mon, to 
acknowledge that not everything can be explained or made "transp~ent" ~d that 
mistakes will undoubtedly be made (although in the arena of postcolomal studies they 
might be considered "dangerous") was a good w~y to en~ the discussions. When the 
settlers came to North America, they needed help m the wilderness from the people to 
whom this was no wilderness; in the area of literary studies the critic coming from the 
outside will also need help from the people inside a certain way of constructing texts. 
It may be "dangerous" to use images like "darkness,". "impenetr~bility," and 
"obscurity" in order to indicate the challenge these texts provide as such images could 
be easily read as stereotyping the mysterious Native who cannot be understood by 
means of rational thinking; however, they also communicate the message that the 
reasoning of Western civilization has its limitations so that the critic in postc?lonial 
studies should understand him- or herself more as a receiver than as a provider of 
knowledge. I left the thought-provoking discussions of the workshop with the feeling 
of an ambivalence I find most pointedly expressed in Gayatri Spivak' s essay "Theory 
in the Margin:" "even as we join in the struggle to establish the institutional study of 
marginality we must still go on saying' And yet ... "' (154). 
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